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Alternative zccm.cmu.CA is about offering choices to the 
established structure a f and explanation for the A ustraiian 

economy. 


What constitute* an alternative economics, of course, 
depends on the agreed characteristics of an existing economy 
and whether these are static or dynamic. What are some o f 
the characteristics o f the existing economy? 

1 . A public sector which is bureaucratic, autocratic and 

inefficient. 

2. A private sector which is plutocratic, inefficient and 

unaccountable. 

3 . A high unemployment economy with an obligation to work 

and starve. 

4. The privatisation of welfare provision. 

5. The control of credit by private enterprise. 

6. Freedom of speech based on wealth - the few have too much 
and the many have too little. 

7. Extremes of wealth and poverty. 

The traditional polarized choices about economic structures 
have been between socialist or private ownership and control 
of the means of production, distribution and exchange. But, 
then, in-between and instead of there are various other 
theories which variously compete and complement. Catholic 
social theory supports private ownership with State 
ownership of public utilities , basic industries and 

monopolies . 


The definition and concept of alternative economics differs 
over time and place. Alternative economics used to explain 
the difference between the economic policies of the 
conservative and labor parties. 



In the 1940'S, instance., the Chintzy Labor GovaA.nnu.nt 
was committed to a £ul£ employment economy, the 
interventionist note of, the public sector, social security 
4or all and the nationalisation 04 banking. These 
commitments do need to be quaii^ied because it was 4ull 
employment 4°*- men and the level 04 social security income 
suppont was minimal. Hontheless , these commitments 
nepnesented cnitical breaks with traditional political and 
economic policies and programs. In 1952 A .W.Stargardt 
suggested that Chi^ley's influence "was such that today no 
party will openly attempt to do away with £ull employment. 
The quest £04 4 ull employment may be watered down into such 
terms as ’ high employment' : but the basic assumption is 
hardly ever openly challenged. ” (Stargardt, A.W. WINGS 
WORTH FIGHTING FOR: SPEECHES BY JOSEPH BENEDICT CHIFLEY, 
Melbourne University Press, 1 952, p 6) 

Any government that now proposed a hull employment economy, 
the interventionist role o 4 the public sector, social 
security 4 or all and the nationalisation 0 4 banking would be 
proposing a basis an alternative economics. 

The terms 04 the debate about the economy used to include 
the right to work, the right to live, 4ull employment, 
market failure, the just wage, nationalisation, the public 
interest and unnatural monopoly. The terms today's 
economic debate are very dij^erent and they include 
churning, contracting out, vouchers, deregulation, 


Government failure, natural monopoly, unbundling, 
prlvatliatlon and public 4 colon debt. This changing 
terminology reflect* and reinforce* different as*umptlon* 
and value* about the. *tatus quo economy and It* alternative. 


IMPEDIMENTS 

Begone attempting to Identify the characterl*tlc* o f an 
alternative, economic* and economy, It would be useful to 
con*lder what one the Impediment* to It* development. 

Tint, there are the *tructural characteristics of the 
hutrallan and International economic* - economic* that are 
dominated by the pollcle* and practice* of private 
enterprise. While different government* attempt to Influence 
private enterprise differently, all Government* are 
*en*ltlve to the reaction* o f private enterprl*e and their 
negative and/or po*ltlve Impact* on the economy. 

Second, there are the economist* who claim to be value free 
and who are providing the analy*ls and terminology of debate 
about the private and public *ector* . The*e economist* are 
permeating media and public *ector Institution* with their 
economic ratlonali*t as*umptlon* and value* and they 
replicate their value* by recruiting more economic 


rationalist* . 


Third , there is the privately owned and controlled mass 
media. The current debate, about the media has focussed 
exclusively on the problem o f media proprietors and ha* 
assumed that these is an identity of interest between the 
public, management and / ournalists . Management and 
journalists ase os muck a problem os proprietors for they 
ultimately espouse the same news values with a selective 
emphasis on superficial events, predominantly based on 
conflict and celebrities, divorced f rom the social, 
political and economic context. 

fourth, there are governments who have different policy and 
program commitments and the common goal of survival. In 
theory. Governments decide policy and public servants 
implement. In practice, the distinction is not easy to 
achieve and there is a mutual convenience in claiming the 
separation is distinct. While there are varying commitments 
by governments to reforms, the reality is that Ministers, 
their Advisers, caucui and party commitees and formal and 
informal channels within the public service influence the 
processes and outcomes. 

Fifth, there is the public service which has a vested 
interest in its own survival and a senior echelon which 
enjoys high salaries and the power to survive governments. 
The echelon is gradually becoming a generation of econocrats 
- economic bureaucrats. In Victoria the Senior Executive 
Service is based on a myth of increased accountability to 


Government when, in h act , mo*t a h this echelon fie.qaA.cU 
itself <U 4u.peAi.on to inherior politician* . This perception 
and a44umption ii eAOding the. concept of a pubiic *ervice. 

Sixth , thene one tho*e influential organis ations and 
individual* who *eek to influence the media, qovennment and 
the bureaucracy. Seeking thi* influence involve* a con*tant 
balance between public and l ok organisational and! ok 
con*tituency intene*t* and the attAihuted and / ok actual 
Ke*pon*e oh the media, government and buneaucAacy. 
Influential* one more ohten than not ahKoid oh being 
choKacteAi*ed a* iKKe*pon*ihle and ob*tAuctioni*t . 

An InteAConnected theme common to the*e characteristic* l* 
the devaluation oh democnacy genenally and freedom oh *peech 

*pecihically. 


THE ALTERNATIVE ECONOMY 

An alternative economy i* one in uihich everyone who want* to 
work ha* the opportunity to work, the nexu* between work and 
income i* broken and public, private and cooperative 
enterpri*e* are democratic and accountable with varying 
mixe* oh consumer and worker ownership and control. 

A ba*ic characteristic will be alternative economic 
enterprise* i.e. , cooperative*. While the remainder oh this 
paper will huc.us on co-operatives, it would be usehul to 



briefly Indicate. some of the other characteristics of the 

alternative economy : 

Full employment 
A guaranteed Income 
A right to work 
A right not to work 
Nationalisation of land 

Nationalisation and co operatic alien of private hantu 
A democratized public sector which Is accountable to 
parliament and the. public. 

The democratization of parliament 
The socialization of the mass media 
Sustainable cost-benefit analysis 

THE CO-OPERATIVE MOVEMENT 


At the end of June 1990 there were 1171 registered general 
cooperatives In Victoria - Including 125 trading, 22 
community settlement, 60 producer, 15 rental housing and 947 
community advancement cooperatives. Based on the returns of 
826 cooperatives, there were 281,342 members and total 
assets of $1 29 ,41 1 ,584. 


There are 373 credit unions throughout Australia with 
approximately three million members, assets of $9 billion 
and reserves of $580 million. At the 30 June 1989 571,000 


Victorian* (13.27% o f the population) were member* of 121 

credit union*. 


There cute. 1,910 cooperative hauling *ocletlei In Auitralla 
uilth ai*et* totalling $22 S3 .5 million - 1018 ant bated In 
Victoria with a**et* totalling $1024 million. Theie 
cooperative* provide low colt hauling finance. - managing 
■fund* provided by Commonwealth and State government* (42%), 
hank* (38%) and other lending Initltutloni luch at permanent 
building locletlei and credit union* (20%) , 

The current molt *lgnlflcant cooperative development 
activity l* being undertaken by Victoria'* Mini* try o ^ 
Planning and Hauling. Since 1981 21 Rental Hauling 
Co operative* have been eitablliked - Involving approximately 
700 haute* and 2000 people. Since 1986 62 Common Equity 
Rental Cooperative* have been eitabllihed - Involving 
approximately 530 haute* and 1600 people. Both Initiative* 
have been critically *uitalned by the Government and the 
public tervlce. A rental hauling cooperative movement l* now 
beginning to emerge with the Common Equity Rental 
Cooperative* e*tabll*hlng five regional ai*oclatlon* . 


Auitralia’ * cooperative* have alway* been Influenced by 
cooperative development overtea* . In the 1940'* - I960’* It 
wa* the cooperative movement* In Belgium, Canada and 
Denmark. In recent yean, there ha* been a focu* on the 


cooperative movement in Mondragon, Spain with publicists j,or 
cooperation -in Australia ongoing, £or example. "Mondragon 
vindicates all the claims 04 the. worker co-operative 
movement as triumphantly and conclusively as It refutes Its 
critics. In light oj, Mondragon, nobody can now claim that 
the worker cooperative approach is incomputable with the 
demands o£ ejyfyiclent management, adequate capital formation 
and high technology ( Mathews, Race BUILVING THE SOCIETY OF 
EQUALS: WORKER CO-OPERATIVES A NV THE ALP, Victorian Fahian 
Society, 1983, pp 9-10) 

When this was written Mondragon had 96 worker cooperatives 
with 17,000 worker members. In contrast, Japan has 655 
consumer cooperatives with 12 million members (1988). There 
are 116 medical cooperatives which operate hospitals and 
clinics. There are 59 insurance cooperatives - primarily 
comprising trade union members. And there are 
49 housing cooperatives . There are 160 university 
cooperatives. Through the Han (a small group o^ 5 to 15 
members within a cooperative) members are actively involved 
not only in joint purchasing but also in issues such as 
peace, 4 ood safety, the environment, and consumer rights. In 
1988 there were 843,689 Han groups with 5.051,49 2 members 
involved. ( CONSUMER CO-OP MOVEMENT IN JAPAN, Japanese 
Consumers Cooperative Union, 1989). 

The Japanese cooperatives are not only economically 
prosperous but they also exhibit a social justice practice. 


Vet, tho*e who propo*e to balance, la dal Justice and 
economic growth In Australia tend to Ignore, the cooperative. 

movement. 

In RENEWING THE COMMONWEALTH 119901 Brian Howe, for 
Instance, ha* *ugge*ted that the debate about *odal / ustlce 
Involve* a dash between civic and business culture* - a 
dvlc culture which l* preoccupied with partldpatlon, 
equality and the public provision o f good * and a business 
culture which is preoccupied with productivity and economic 

growth. 

Howe suggest* that at particular period* In the pa*t the two 
culture* have co-exl*ted but that there l* now a danger of a 
cla*h between the*e culture* where each define* themselves 
In opposition to the other. He argue* that either position 
l* flawed and Incomplete and that we mult recreate the 
con*en*u* that * octal Justice l* e**entlal to achieving 
economic growth and pro*perlty. Implicitly, Howe l* 
contending that the two culture* *hould reach a con*en*u* 
ba*ed on an accommodation between two oppo*ed culture* . 

There l* an alternative way. Cooperative* In Australia, 
Japan, Spain, Italy, France and Singapore are demonstrating 
that having a *odal purpo*e l* not Inconsistent with 
economic profitability and efficiency. These po**ibllitle* 
have been Implicitly recognised In a number of Australian 
publication* *lnce 1 985 which have propo*ed a basis for an 

alternative economy: 


WAKE MELBOURNE MARVELLOUS - publizhzd in 1985 and written by 
the Socializt Alternative Mtlh.cu4.nz Collective. 

GETTING TOGETHER - a report on thz Getting Together 
Con&rence in 1986. 

AN ECONOMIC STRATEGY FOR SOCIAL CHANGE ANV A SUSTAINABLE 
FUTURE - publizhzd In 1986 and written by thz Conzerver 

Economlcz Group. 

NEW ECONOMIC VIRECTIONS FOR AUSTRALIA - publizhzd In 1989 
and written by thz Melbourne EccnonU.cz Group. 

A CHANGING WORLV A NEW RESPONSE - publizhzd In 1991 by thz 

New Le^t Party. 

A common. 16, zomewhat undeveloped, thzmz o £ theze 
publlcationz Iz thz zlgnl^cancz and potential o£ a 
co-operative movement . Yet, ne&znznczz In theze publication z 
to thz cooperativez one uzualty tentative and theoretical. 
There iz no zznze o& cooperative hlztory in Australia and 
thz propozalz are not zltuated within thz current context o& 

cooperative development. 

Thlz tentatlvznezz partly rz^lzctz a traditional ambivalence 
about thz hlztory and zignlfaicance o£ coopzratlvez In 
Auztralia. Thz veztigzz o^ thz zocializt Idea within thz 
labor! zocializt movement have tended to on extending 

thz role of, thz public zzetor and Ignoring cooperativez az 
an option to nationalization and privatization. Labour 


governments have, been specifically suspicious a f Catholic 
support l ok cooperative . When the. Chifley Lab. ok Government, 
i fr Instance, was proposing the. nationalisation 04 banks In 
1945 the proposal o f the National Catholic Rural Movement 
for the development of credit cooperative teas Ignored. When 
credit cooperative were subsequently etabllshed and 
registered In Victoria after 1955 It we a Catholic 
Initiated movement - particularly through the work of the 
Young Christian Workers. 

Instead, the labor movement’ s socialist focus he been on 
protecting and developing the public sector. This support, 
however, he tended to be glib and not beed on a 
substantial analysis of the role and potential 04 the public 
sector. This glibness he subsequently proved to be a fatal 
historical legacy. In recent years, under the setalned 
critique of the prlvatlsers and the experience of public 
enterprise debt, lahor governments have retreated from their 
simple defence of the public sector Into simply embracing 
the possibilities of privatisation and corporatisation. A 
recent example cl this is the Victorian Government' s 
Infostructure Investment Guidelines For Victoria: 
Public/ Private Sector Partnership 119911. Royal Commissions 
In W A, SA and Victoria are all Investigating the cost of 
Labor Government support for entrepreneurlalism . 


There are also fetors Internal to the existing cooperatives 
which have contributed to their marginalisation: 


1. Coopjtn.cuU.an without vltion. 


2. An over-dependence on Government. 

3. Cooperativet without a movement. 

4. A hidden hittory. 

5. Leadert without leadert hip . 

6. Growth by otmotit. 

1 .Cooperation without vi&ion. 

There It no uniting vltion & or cooperativet in Australia - a 
v It ion that it imaginative, achievable and challenging. The 
international principiet o£ cooperation are an alternative 
to the principiet private and public enterpritet - open 
memherthip, democratic control, limited intern t on thane 
capital, equitable dirtrihution a £ turplut, cooperative 
education and vooperation between cooper olivet . 

Cooperativet have not retponded to the challenge 
pnivatitation. Cooperativet have not been propoted at an 
alternative to the pnivatitation a & public tector 
activltiet . There it no cooperative equivalent o£ the 
Auttralian Inititute or Public Policy, the Tat man Inttituie 
and the Inttituie Public A ^airt. 


2. An over-dependence on government. 


There has been an over- dependence an Government actions to 
Initiate a renewal of co-operatives In Victoria. The 
energies of the. established cooperatives have focussed on 
Victoria' S WU.nlAtejU.al Advisory Committee on Co- operation 
and ZtA eloquent and enthusiast Chair, Race. Mathew s. This 
focus on Influential politicians and huneajucrats kaA been 
Instead of developing a cooperative movement and a 
cooperative constituency . The ultimate problem with this 
dependency Is that co-operators compromise themselves and 
cooperatives - because they participate In a decision 
making process where the ultimate decisions are made by 
bureaucrats and politicians . A similar problem existed with, 
the Co-operative development Program which was operated by 
Victoria’s Ministry of Bnployment and Training between 19S2 

and 1 985 . 

3. Cooperatives without a movement . 

The ability o f cooperatives to extend their Influence In 
Victoria Is dependent on a willingness to recognise the 
significance of their own Independence and the development 
of a cooperative constituency. 

Critical to this Independence Is a cooperative movement. The 
necessary characteristics of a cooperative movement are 
leaders, a united philosophy, clear goals and objectives, 
strategies for achieving these goals and objectives and 
organs of communication. Victoria does not, however, have a 


cooperative, movement . The spirit of i ndividualism, rather 
than mutuality, predominate* within and between individual 
cooperative * and lector*. This is despite the cooperative 
principle of co-operation between cooperative* which 
suggest* that they "should actively co-operate in every 
practical way with other co-operative* at local, national 
and international level * " . 

4. A hidden history. 

While historian* have neglected Australia's cooperative*, it 
i* particularly puzzling that cooperative* have hidden their 
own history. In the 1950'* and I960’* there wa* a 
cooperative movement in Victoria bused on the development of 
credit and housing cooperative*. Thi* movement wa* grounded 
in Catholic * octal theory and wa* led by Catholic* - 
particularly the Young Christian Worker*. At the 31 March 
1966, for instance, the Association of Catholic Cooperative 
Credit Societies Ltd in Victoria had 82 member cooperative* . 

5. Leaders without leadership. 

While cooperative* have leaders, there is not a cooperative 
leadership. A cooperative leadership would be redefining 
and articulating the Significance of cooperation for 
Australia into the next century and seeking to lead a 
cooperative movement into realising it* potential. The 
cooperative leadership of the 1940's to 1970* has died, 
retired or reduced it* involvement. In the absence of a 


caopznatlvz Izadznzhlp gznznatzd by coopznatlvzt , It li 
Inevitable that managznlalUti will zmzngz who have 
managznlal ikim hat £on whom thz pnlnclplzt and pnactlczi 
o& coopznatlan anz methodology nathzn than conviction. 

6. Growth by oimoAli. 

In 1986 thz Hinlztznlal Advil any Committee an Coopznatlan 
nzpontzd that V tetania' 4 coopznatlvzi wznz declining In 
numbzni - ■(ynam 1414 In 1980 to 1378 In 1985. By 1990 thz 
numbzn. had ^unthen dzcnzaizd to 1171. Yet, thz icopz &on 
zztabllihlng and dzvzloplng coopznatlvzi li unlimited z.g.. 
load, tnavzL, training and lahounlng coopznatlvzi. 

Comlitent with thz pnlnclplz a{, caapzn.atA.vz education, 

caapzn.attvez should hz making pnov titan ^an zducatlng thz 
public In thz pnlndplzi and tzchnlquzi a& ca-apznattan 

CONCLUSION 

Thz baili £ on dzvzloplng an altznnatlvz zcanamy exhti 
uilthln Auitnalla yzt thz Ingnedlznti anz friagmentzd and 

dliconnected. 

Flmt, thznz li an zcanomlcatly dlAenfrianchlted population 
which dozi not own and contnol economic nziounczi. 

Second, thznz anz iultahle mo deli o^ economic zntznpnUzi 
which economically zn^nanchliz thzln mzmbznt. 


